
During the last twenty-five years, there have been great changes in the

United States, the American Lutheran Church, and the Bethlehem Lutheran Congregation.

The first several years were a period of growth and revivalism for the country, the

church, and the local community. Following the assassination of John Kennedy in

1963, the mood of the country changed. We became more involved in an unpopular war,

and our society was torn by racial strife and a youth counter culture. These trends

did not begin to reverse until after the resignation of President Richard M. Nixon

in 1974. Though the last five years have brought some calm and sense of order, the

country and the church are still looking for their appropriate direction.

Much of what has happened at Bethlehem Lutheran Church has reflected the mood

of the country. We grew, we rode out the turbulence and faced the racial issue.

The youth of the congregation, feeling pull of peer pressure, began to drift away.

The total number worshipping in 1954 in Bethlehem Lutheran Church was more than

20,000; the figure in 1978 was 7,814.

The highlight of the year 1954 was the celebration of the one hundredth anniversary

of the Bethlehem congregation. The anniversary week was August 29th through September

12th. Guest speakers were, Chaplain Hugo G. Schmidt, Jr. and Dr. F. E. Reinartz,

both sons of the congregation. In preparation for this occasion, a redecoration of

the church interior was done.

At the 101st annual meeting of the congregation, the Building Committee gave a

recommendation for definite action on a building program, and the congregation gave

a hearty endorsement.

The Pastor's annual report was his sermon in which he said the Church must be

concerned with spiritual affairs, but also have discussion of the physical and

material aspects. A church can only be built by personal investment. Built through

related activity: the growth of the congregation, the work together in faith, and

by united endeavor. A unity in faith, spirit, and effort.

In 1955, to help the spiritual worship of Christian life, the use of the

Revised Standard Version of the Bible was begun.

In 1956, the first Family Night sponsored by the Sunday School was held, and

the Women of Bethlehem Lutheran Church was four years old.

The Vestry discussed the use of the "common cup" because of the battered condition

of ours. As the scripture does not prefer one or the other, the congregation could

decide peacefully to use either the common cup, individual cups, or both.

1957 saw the destruction of the old church and the construction begun of a new

one. The Trustees supported the redecoration of the Parish Hall in preparation for

worship services to be held there during construction. All of the church furniture

and equipment not destroyed or dismantled was to be used in the Parish Hall. When



the bids had been received, they were higher than had been planned. At a special

meeting of the congregation, held August 4th, it was decided to raise the additional

funds so that the tower, the organ, and part of the education building could be

completed

.

Funeral services were held at the church on September 8, 1957, for Dr. Hugo G.

Schmidt, Pastor Emeritus of Bethlehem Lutheran Congregation. Dr. Forest Stoneburner

of Lutheran Social Services, Dr. F. Eppling Reinartz of Southern Seminary, and Pastor

Bergdall officiated. This was the last special service held in the old church.

The last regular service in the seventy-five year old church was held Sunday,

September 22, 1957. At this service, the formal removal of some of the equipment

took place. This equipment was the altar window, the memorial panels of the stained

glass windows, and also the organ pipes.

The old church, along with two rental properties and two multiple garages, were

demolished by December 2nd. Problems had developed with the wrecking company, and

the congregation had to go to court to get them to pay their subcontractors.

Finally, on December 4th, excavation began and by the end of the year, some

concrete for the footers was poured. General contractor for the building was the

Ajax Construction Company.

The cornerstone laying took place in the spring, Sunday afternoon May 25th. A

resolution had been passed establishing the Bell Tower as a memorial to Dr. H. G.

Schmidt, and the three bells from the old church were reinstated in the new tower.

The Sewing Circle gave $2,500 to the building fund, and also paid for the altar,

lectern, pulpit, and altar cloths and linens.

The original dedication date of January 25, 1959 had to be postponed, due to bad

weather and a construction workers' strike.

Also in 1958, the Sunday School celebrated its 100th birthday. The Congregation

and Vestry honored the Sunday School staff with a dinner .in February. The official

centennial celebration was held on November 2nd to November 9th. The Reverend

Herbert Wolfe of Wittenberg was the guest speaker, and conducted Bible study sessions.

A pageant, "Our Heritage-Why?" was held Sunday November 9th.

Your writer sang with the Junior Choir at the first 8 o'clock service in the new

church on March 1, 1959. The first coffee and fellowship hour were held after the

10:30 service on April 19th. Dedication Day was April 26th. There were 603 people

at the morning services, and there were record attendances at the functions all day.

I refer you to the Dedication Booklet for more specific details.

Special projects for the year, besides the building and dedication of the new

facilities, were the renovation and furnishing of the nursery room. The church's

office, Pastor's office, and choir room were completed and furnished. The first

floor of the education unit was prepared for the Primary Department. The Sand Table



room was renovated and sound proofed; also folding doors were purchased for the

Fellowship Hall. In this year, the Board of Parish Education came into existence.

In 1960, The American Lutheran Church came into being in convention, held at

Minneapolis, Minnesota. This was a merger of three groups; The American Lutheran

Church, The Evangelical Lutheran Church, and The United Evangelical Lutheran Church.

Our congregation officially became a part of The American Lutheran Church on January

1, 1961, and it was not a difficult adjustment. It meant taking a responsible place

in support of The American Lutheran Church and her programs.

Bethlehem Lutheran supported the Lutheran Inner Mission, League of Miami Valley;

Wernle Children's Home at Richmond, Indiana; Lutheran student work at Miami University,

Oxford, Ohio]; and Lutheran World Relief and her agencies which included the National

Lutheran Council, Lutheran World Federation, World Council of Churches, the Ohio

District of the American Lutheran Church, and the Miami Valley Conference of the

Ohio District

.

Our congregation was to be governed by her own constitution, reserving for her-

self the highest authority in all matters, not specifically decided by the Word.

Though it had existed many years at Bethlehem Church, during 1960 the Brotherhood

voted to disband.

According to the annual report of 1962, the total attendance for all worship

services was 21,343. The average Sunday School attendance was 352. Our church had

not yet felt the beginning decline in church attendance. The Vestry, though, had felt

the chill of the cold war, and authorized the investigation of the possibility of

using the church building for a Civil Defense fallout shelter.

Two ten year anniversaries were celebrated that year - Pastor Bergdall's first

ten years at Bethlehem Lutheran Church and the existence of Women of the Church for

ten years.

In 1963, the music program suffered two losses, - Harold Koerber, League and

Senior Choir director, resigned after five years of service. Betty Trettel, Junior

Choir Director for nine years, resigned to marry the Reverend Bernard Heuer. The

talents and contributions of these people would be missed.

The Vestry suggested a very comprehensive four part program for the congregation

that included the following:

1. On going/expanding ministry, to possibly include an intern, parish worker,

associate pastor of full time education minister.

2. Building Debt retirement - for the new building.

3. Comprehensive program on the present building for chimes, art windows in the

nave, pews in the balcony, air conditioning in the nave, and fellowship hall,

and the electrification of the bells.



4. Future capital investment which included a renovation of the Parish Hall

and a new parsonage.

This year and the following were also very good years for the Luther League.

The group was quite active with both church and social activities. A group of ten

youths and two chaperones attended the International Luther League Convention in

Detroit, Michigan, in August 1964.

Another youth concerned group was the Committee on Student Aids. Chairman Leo

Reinartz felt very strongly about aid to the Seminary for sons of the congregation,

as there was a real need for Lutheran ministers. This committee also recommended

that any grants to other college students were not necessary, as they would get help

elsewhere

.

The total attendance for 1965 was 20,268, but the popular church membership and

attendance of American in the 1950's was now revising itself in this decade. America

was concerned with a racial problem. Bethlehem's Vestry notes included discussion on

the congregation's relationship to current racial issues and studied the principles of

potential integration in the church.

The Music Department lost a faithful servant when Dorothy Reinartz resigned.

She had served as organist at Bethlehem for ten years. The department gained a new

choir director in the colorful and very talented Eugene Flemm. While with us , Mr.

Flemm enthusiastically led the choirs in very difficult endeavors. On Christmas Eve,

the choirs did selections for the "Elijah," and on Easter presented special music with

a brass choir. Mr. Flemm gave a piano recital to raise funds for the purchase of new

black choir robes. In May 1966, the League and Senior Choirs and the Greenhills

Presbyterian Church presented the "Elijah" first at Greenhills, then at Bethlehem.

Mr. Flemm was the director, and Agatha Evers and Mark Kerschbaum were soloists.

The Luther League, League Choir, and Mr. Flemm sponsored a Choral Union, the only one

ever in the area. It was held the weekend of June 17-19. The main concert was on

Sunday afternoon. One hundred teenagers participated. Many of the visiting Leaguers

were housed in the homes of Bethlehem's Leaguers.

Another addition to the staff that year, was our intern, Don Wilkowski, who

helped Pastor and also worked with the Luther League.

A highlight of 1967 was the celebration on October 29th, of the 450th Anniversary

of the Reformation, the theme of which was "Life, New Life". Bethlehem held festive

services at eight and at ten-thirty and that evening had two showings of the film,

"Martin Luther". There were community wide posters and publicity, shared with Zion

Lutheran and Messiah Lutheran. We participated in Reformation Rallies at Cincinnati

Convention Center and Dayton's Memorial Hall.

The congregation said "Goodby" to Eugene Flemm, who took a position in Florida,



but warmly welcomed intern J. Weston Jones and his wife, Donna Marie. Both worked

quite well with the congregation, and were well liked in return.

1968 saw occasions of celebration. In February, the Family Night turned into a

surprise party for Pastor and Ruby's fifteenth anniversary at Bethlehem. The Sewing

Circle celebrated its seventieth anniversary. Its project for the year was the

successful Christmas Bazaar.

The congregation repaid the loan on the new building, and renovation of the

parsonage was completed. Mr. and Mrs. Tom Buchanan became our League and Senior

Choir director and organist, respectively.

The next three years were basically calm years for Bethlehem, though America

was in great turmoil, due to the Vietnam War and the strong student anti-war move-

ment. Our next three interns were Robert Sael, Fred Newman, and Lance Franke. The

Sewing Circle planned and paid for renovation of the kitchen and purchased the

sanctuary lamp for the church. In May of 1969, our 100 year old Common Communion

set was stolen and never recovered. A vital concern of the congregation was the

continuing slow decline in church attendance. There was poor attendance at Family

Nights and at the annual picnic in 1971. The congregation did undertake the pub-

lication of a pictorial directory. Two significant events took place in the fall of

1971. The first was Pastor Bergdall's hospitalization and surgery. There was much

prayer in his behalf, and he was blessed with a rather speedy recovery and return to

work. Secondly, the Woman of the Church sponsored a successful Bazaar, the receipts

of which purchased two pianos for the church.

Two important projects were begun in 1972. A constitutional review committee

was formed with the purpose of revising our congregational structure. Actual work

was begun on the lounge area. Both projects would have successful results.

A very special group was created when Jean Jordan was hired as Junior Choir

Director. The Cherub Choir, made up of children too young for the Junior Choir has

become a charming addition to the music department.

By the end of 1973, the Constitutional Review Committee had written a new con-

stitution and by-laws, which were adopted by the congregation for implementation at

the end of 1974. The constitution brought church life closer to the form of The

American Lutheran Church. It provided careful definition of membership and responsi-

bility in congregational life. It also included plans for more lay person activity.

Under the new constitution, the Vestry ceased to exist with the annual meeting of

1974, and was replaced by the Church Council. The Pastor gave up his chairman's

gavel to the new President of the Council and the real administration of church life

was put into the hands of the membership. This is when the confusion began. The

new functioning boards and officers took over and then there were no officers. There

was, instead, a large disagreement within the congregation over the issue of Pastor



and Pastor's housing. Disagreements are not alien to Lutheran congregations, or

this one for that matter. I refer you to the history of the first one hundred years

There were several emotional congregational meetings and several emotional church

council meetings.

A new board, the Board of Congregational Life, was busy acting upon transfers

and the church council, with a President pro tern, worked to find a solution to the

hostilities. For the most part, the problem worked itself out.

In the last three years, there has been a large drop in total attendance, but

an increased effort of those actively involved. In this, Bethlehem is not unlike

not only several churches in the Middletown area, but also churches throughout the

United States.

Since 1977, the members of the congregation have enjoyed summer golf outings,

picnics and Cincinnati Reds Baseball games. We have also celebrated Pastor and Ruby

twenty five years with us, at a surprise luncheon in the winter of 1978.

In this year 1979, Bethlehem Lutheran Church will be one hundred twenty-five

years old. We have begun to use the new Lutheran Book of Worship, which is a more

contemporary style and more like the hymnals of other Christian faiths. At this

writing, a new venture, the Narthex Market, has successfully begun. These proceeds

will aid Lutheran World Hunger. Bethlehem Lutheran, ever mindful of the needs of

others, will meet with a Lutheran representative to learn how they can help the

"boat people" from Vietnam.

So, Bethlehem Lutheran Church has lived another twenty-five years. Both the

Church and the Country have weathered some very difficult times during this era.

The Lord has blessed her and her people. May her people continue to serve Him and

work for His goals. Hopefully, we have learned from the past, that we may know

better our direction for the future.


